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OUR WORK AND OBSERVATIONS IN CUBA. 

BY CLARA BARTON, PRESIDENT OF THE AMERICAN NATIONAL 

RED CROSS. 



Perhaps next to the actual doing of the work at a relief field, 
the most difficult thing is the telling of it. There is so much 
in detail, both important and imperative, that does not seem 
worth mentioning ; so much to be improvised that does not 
class with regular work ; usually so many excellent persons to be 
met and considered, whose untried opinions nothing short of a 
trial will satisfy and nothing short of a failure will convince ; 
and the unexpected so often happening; that any description after- 
wards seems either too tame or too confused to be understood ; 
and yet the kindly and repeated request of the editor of the 
North American Eeview that, for " public enlightenment," 
I would write a few words, telling of my work and observations 
in Cuba induces me, even in the hurry of changes and journeys, 
to comply with it. 

It was as far back as November, 1897, that I was made aware 
of the intention of our President to address a personal appeal 
to the people of the United States, with a view to bringing about 
concerted effort of sufficient magnitude to afford adequate relief 
to the perishing population of Cuba. It is, perhaps, not too 
much to say that my own thoughts, and such little influence 
as I might possess, had been directed to the same object since 
our return from Armenia, fourteen months before. 

These like conditions naturally resulted in a conference. 
From that time there could have been no doubt in the mind of 
the Executive as to the moral expediency of a call. At or near 
the moment selected occurred the touching event which in its 
faithful; filial simplicity challenged the tender respect of the 
world. This great man forgot that he was President of the 
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United States of America, and remembered only the wrinkled 
face and parting message of the mother at whose bedside he 
humbly knelt — forgot that an impatient Congress waited for his 
message in order to convene, whilst he laid the last tribute of a 
mourning son lovingly upon her grave. 

With deepened gaze and saddened face he hastened back to the 
stern duties of the statesman, remembering all the more keenly 
the woes of other sons and other mothers, and the wail of the 
perishing little children to whom hunger means so much. It was 
then decided to make the call upon the people of the country, to 
contribute in money and material for the relief of the suffering 
" people of Cuba" ; and that a committee should be appointed to 
receive and ship from New York the contributions made for that 
purpose. The great courtesy of the direction of this committee was 
tendered to myself, and 1 had the pleasure of naming its present 
Chairman, Mr. Stephen E. Barton, for many years a vice-president 
of the National Bed Cross, and a member of its staff. The honor- 
able and efficient treasurer of the committee, Mr. Charles A. 
Schieren, was named by the President of the Chamber of Commerce 
of New York, and Mr. Louis Klopsch, proprietor of the Christian 
Herald, who had previously addressed a letter to the Administra- 
tion proposing to raise money for relief, was made a third member 
of the committee, now known as the Central Cuban Belief Com- 
mittee. 

The shipment of supplies was, naturally, consigned to Consul 
General Lee as the highest-bonded officer on the island, to re- 
ceive and distribute ; and I was requested by the same authority 
to follow to Cuba and assist in the distribution. 

Consul- General Lee having asked the committee for an assist- 
ant in handling the supplies, rapidly increasing in quantity, Mr. 
J. K. El well, a gentleman of several years residence in Cuba, and 
familiar with the language, was appointed by the committee. 
He accompanied me on my first visit to Havana, and still holds 
that position. 

. Shipments of supplies had been made by some eight or ten 
Ward Line steamers. They were stored by courtesy in the great 
San Jos§ warehouse, adjacent to the custom house, and were being 
distributed from a number of depots, mainly the private residences 
of citizens, members of a committee, consisting of leading people 
of Havana, appointed by the Consul-General. 
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At the time of our arrival supplies had been landed only at 
Havana, and no outside distribution had commenced — indeed, to 
all appearance, the home market was quite sufficient. Distribu- 
tions were made in weekly rations by tickets. Sunday was the 
day of distribution of the American supplies. The first sight of 
this, as we drove from house to house, is not easily forgotten. 
The crowds of gaunt hunger that clustered about the door — the 
streets far back filled with half-clad, eager masses of humanity, 
waiting, watching, for the little packages, for the morsel of food 
that was to interpose between them and the death that threatened 
them. The first station had issued one thousand tickets ; the 
second, thirteen hundred ; the third, eighteen hundred ; and the 
largest, twenty-two hundred. About twelve thousand persons 
received rations that day. The gatherings were orderly, patient, 
respectful, but pitiful beyond description. 

The question constantly coming up was, WJiere do these 
wretched people stay ? Sent away from their homes, ignorant, 
helpless, where do they find others ? It was suggested that 
Los Fosos, a large, old establishment that had once formed one of 
the landmarks, if not defenses, of the city, had been used for this 
purpose. A visit to it revealed what human wretchedness — with- 
out force, without intentional inhumanity, indeed, with perhaps 
the opposite — a modified disposition to relieve — could mean. On 
these dark, bare, wet, filthy floors, a hundred feet unbroken by 
partition, with few cots or any other provision for sleeping, were 
huddled from six hundred to eight hundred human beings, largely 
women and children, although many feeble men and boys were 
among them. Very few could walk ; a piece of a blanket or shawl ; 
often no dress underneath ; no mattress. Sometimes a few rags 
were visible. 

The " rations " (for this was a municipal arrangement) had 
lately been discontinued and only the charitable gifts of the city 
people sustained it. American food had not yet entered. A 
few physicians looked in on them, but there were no medicines ; 
and, to add to my terror, I felt these long unbroken floors trem- 
bling and yielding beneath the ever increasing weight put upon 
them. 

It required but a few days to get a member of the Consul's 
committee in charge and American food in well cooked meals 
served twice a day ; cots and clothing for all ; rooms partitioned 
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off for dispensary, clothing and stores; with kind physicians glad 
to serve, when they had something to serve with ; brooms, brushes 
and dusters into the hands of those who had a little strength to use 
them ; stairs and floors securely bridged and shored ; and, when 
our genial Dr. Lesser grasped the welcoming hand of these noble 
hearted surgeons, and "Sister Bettina" took in her band of 
trained nurses, one drew a long breath of glad relief and felt that 
Los Fosos was a thing of history. A homeless man now finds 
shelter there for the night and a hungry man or woman a plate 
of food ; and so far from being a reproach it is a credit to the 
city. 

By this time the supplies were coming in larger ship- 
ments. The warehouse not only provided free storage, but the 
free use of its force of help, in handling, as well. Too much 
praise could not be rendered that competent bnsiness firm, and 
the custom house officials were equally obliging and helpful. 
True, their laws are like the laws of the Medes and Persians and 
as strictly enforced, but therein consists the security and safety 
we have at all times enjoyed. 

The cordiality that met us on [all sides was remarkable. On 
February 14, only five days after our arrival, we were begged to 
leave our duties long enough to visit our splendid battleship, the 
" Maine/' lying a "thing of beauty" scarce a quarter of a mile 
from shore. Our luncheon with Captain Sigsbee and his gallant 
officers remains a sad and pleasant memory. Thirty hours later, 
the doors and windows of our rooms in the Inglaterra (for we 
were still at the hotel) rattled and flew open, the thunder of the 
heaviest artillery pealed over the city and the heavens were filled 
with lurid blaze and bursting bombs. We have little need of 
the poet's stirring battle-cry of to-day, "Remember, the 
' Maine.' " We who saw her destruction, the agony of her sur- 
vivors, and the burial of her dead can never cease to remember. 

Directly following this we rented and removed to a comfort- 
able honse in Cerro, Villa Jorrin, a delightful suburb of Havana, 
two miles out and reached by street cars ; sufficiently capacious 
for the members of the staff who might follow, and which, to-day, 
constitutes the headquarters of the American Bed Cross in Cuba. 
Members and assistants, to the number of a dozen or more did 
follow immediately, including Dr. A. Monae Lesser, surgeon of 
the Bed Cross hospital in New York, and " Acting surgeon-in- 
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chief," by appointment, of the National Eed Cross at the field, 
and his accomplished wife, " Sister Bettina," bearing a relation 
to nnrses similar to that of her husband with physicians and 
surgeons. Years of faithful service, devotion, skill, and suc- 
cessful attainment have richly won for them this distinction. 
Their trained nurses are now in Tampa, waiting to return to 
Cuba as soon as they may be permitted. 

In this connection I should name our veteran field agent, Dr. 
J. B. Hubbell, who has stood on every field of disaster, nearly 
twenty in number, where the American Eed Cross has given re- 
lief, and Dr. E. W. Egan, of Boston, equally faithful and de- 
voted. Such is the nucleus of a staff of war relief which would 
at once swell to scores, nay hundreds, if occasion demands. 

Before the end of the first week we had commenced sending 
to the country towns all the food that could be spared from 
Havana, and when the " Vigilancia" came in with fifty-two tons 
we felt that we might go ourselves and see how best to place it. 
Jaruco, only twenty miles to the east of us, had suffered greatly. 
No aid had reached it. Its one train a day necessitated a start 
from home at four-thirty in the morning, dark, damp and 
chilly. A ferry and a train brought us there at nine o'clock. A 
royal welcome awaited us from all the dignitaries of the town. 
The mayor, judge, doctor and priest, who led the way to the 
church, followed by a crowd of people that filled its entire centre, 
kneeling in prayer, with tears of gratitude to God that at length 
some one had remembered them, and as the word " America" in 
broken accents burst out in their sobbing prayers, we remembered 
the plentiful, peaceful American homes and happy hearts, and 
thanked God that we were of them. Alas! how poorly I took in 
the terrrible danger threatening to engulf us in the direst of 
woes that could befall a peaceful, prosperous people. 

From the church our way led to the hospitable but plain table 
of the mayor, for breakfast with the leaders of the town and with 
them to visit the village of reconcentrados that had built itself 
up in the midst of them. A remarkable fact regarding Jaruco 
is that more persons have actually died in that town during the 
three years of the war than comprised its own entire population 
when it began.' The charities of the town people have been 
something enormous in proportion to their means, but they have 
given thems'elves unto poverty. They could not even keep up 
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the furnishing of a hospital, although nearly every little palmetto 
hut had its suffering patients. 

We asked to be shown what would be their hospital if it could 
be kept — a fairly good building capable of accommodating fifty 
to seventy, with only four patients, evidently left to die ; but the 
conditions surrounding them forbade the entrance of cleanly 
persons. The stench as of something dead drove us back ; but 
rallying we decided to make battle, and called for volunteers. 
Arming them with weapons of shining Spanish gold and silver 
we ordered them to enter the town for purchases, first, carts of 
water, for in its scarcity even that had to be bought in Jaruco ; 
barrels of lime, brooms, whitewash brushes, disinfectants and 
whatever else was needed ; next, taking out into the air the four 
poor wretches, to commence on the building and grounds. 

Here were twenty strong men, full of unwonted courage and 
aroused impulse, to wage a battle with filth and death. 

At noon we left, for duties in another part of the city and to 
arrange for the sending of heavy supplies. At five o'clock the 
return messenger found a perfectly odorless building, clean, 
whitewashed from floor to ceiling, grounds policed and limed, and 
the four dying men reclining on cots in the sunshine in clean 
clothes, eating crackers and condensed milk. 

The next day went out new cots, blankets and outfit for a 
hospital, a Cuban surgeon, Dr. Jose Sollosso, to superintend it; 
medicines, clothing, delicacies, with directions to take all the 
sick from the huts to hospital. The women of the town, filled 
with renewed hope, begged to be allowed to assist. Reports came 
regularly to us to the last of our stay; few deaths. The town 
grew comfortable and happy under its rations of food, and the 
terrors of Jaruco, like those of Los Fosos, had passed into history. 

We were meanwhile apprised that shipments for other ports 
would be made; notably Matanzas, Sagua and Santiago de Cuba, 
and some very heaVy work was required of our men to avoid 
the harmful results of mistaken orders in the distribution of the 
ships. It was at this juncture, the last of February, that Senator 
Proctor, with his friend, Col. M. M. Parker, arrived in Havana, 
whose calm, faithful report of what he saw and learned, with 
no attempt at oratory, effect or sensation, has been the balance 
wheel that has steadied many a swaying mind and doubtful 
opinion. 
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We were informed that the " Fern " would leave New York 
with 50 tons of food for Matanzas ; we knew of great destitution 
there ; but hitherto our supplies had not been equal to the reliev- 
ing of a city of fifty thousand. 

We decided to go personally, learn the condition, and arrange 
for the expected distribution. On the 2d of March, inviting 
Senator Proctor to accompany us, we made another early morn- 
iug start, to be warmly welcomed in Matanzas on our arrival. 
The description of this welcome, our reception by the accom- 
plished governor — a royal Cuban — and much of patriotic and 
pathetic interest which marked the passing of the day, can find 
no place in the lines of this" short and hasty sketch. However, 
they are history and can afford to wait their turn, when readers 
shall have more time both to read and reflect. 

The condition of the hospitals when they were reached was 
pitiful beyond description, and no description will be here 
attempted. I may only add that to us, with our work-a-day ideas 
and customs, it seemed that deeper interest and greater care on the 
part of some one could have improved conditions even as dis- 
couraging as these. We gave all we had to give, with the positive 
and repeated assurances that the next train from Havana would 
bring supplies of food suitable for the sustenance of all the hos- 
pitals, and we promised that a ship would bring relief to every 
hungry reconcentrado ; then we hastened back by the one 
returning train late in the day to fulfil our promise. I may 
nly add that we did fulfil it. The Friday morning train, 
March 4th, took four tons of the choicest hospital 
supplies in the warehouse of Havana to Matanzas. Resting 
in this certainty, and fearing that similar conditions might exist 
elsewhere, we continued our investigations through these dark 
early morning journeys, Senator Proctor and friends always ac- 
companying, till Artemisa, Sagua le Grande and Cienfuegos had 
been reached and investigated within the week. Having learned 
the condition and needs of these great points, and prepared our- 
selves to report correctly to the committee at New York, and 
having learned that the " Fern " had arrived at Matanzas, it was 
proper to repeat our visit and arrange for distribution. 

Our first Senatorial visitors had returned to Washington, and 
a second and larger party of honored representatives of the gov- 
ernment, together with Mr. Louis Klopsch, of the New York com- 
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mittee, had taken its place, and also accompanied ns on this sec- 
ond visit to Matanzas. It pains me to write that, in spite of all 
our efforts, we arrived to find the hospital in worse condition, if 
possible, than before, and the four tons of hospital supplies for 
which we held the way bills, sent on the 4th, eight days before 
still lying in perfect and compact order in the freight room of the 
station, each bearing the relief sign of the Eed Cross, and 
plainly addressed to the American authorities there. All the 
authorities of the town were Cubans and Americans : and at 
that moment to greet our eyes the steamship " Fern" lay under 
the American flag within gunshot of the shore with 50 tons 
of American supplies ; and fifty rods away lay the " Bergen " 
under the same colors, bearing a cargo of fifty-two tons, from the 
Philadelphia Red Cross, faithfully sent through the New York 
committee, by request. I simply name these circumstances to 
emphasize the fact, that, at the moment when the appeal went 
out over our paralyzed country for " starving Matanzas," there 
were lying in her station, or within gunshot of her shores, in plain 
view, one hundred and fifty-six tons of the best food our great, 
generous-hearted people could contribute. It is needless to add 
that our field agent, Dr. Hubbell, remained, and that the in- 
mates of the four hospitals partook of their supper from the 
waiting supplies. With the seven hundred tons that have since 
been promiscuously sent to Matanzas, her people should not be 
hungry. 

Dr. Hubbell remained at Matanzas and Sagua until official 
notification came from America that provision had been 
made to take all Americans from the island. No exceptions 
were made in favor of any one, and presuming that, in the event 
of hostilities, our government would prefer its citizens to be in 
the rear rather than in front of its guns, we obediently and 
respectfully withdrew. 

From no authorities or people on the island have we ever 
received any but the most considerate and courteous treatment 

Clara Barton. 



